A self-governed, open contributor system such as Wikipedia depends upon those who are invested in the system to participate as administrators. Processes for selecting which system contributors will be allowed to assume administrative roles in such communities have developed in the last few years as these systems mature. However, little is yet known about such processes, which are becoming increasingly important for the health and maintenance of contributor systems that are becoming increasingly important in the knowledge economy. This paper reports the results of an exploratory study of how members of the Wikipedia community engage in collaborative sensemaking when deciding which members to advance to admin status.
Introduction
Decision making in an online community is often a difficult process. In large online communities like Wikipedia, administrators are key to keeping the community functioning, and those administrators come from the ranks of regular users. The decision to grant administrative permissions has important consequences for the entire community. In the process of deciding which candidates should be granted administrative permissions, reviewers must consider a user's behavior relative to a set of criteria and come to some reasonably shared understanding of the merits of a new potential administrator. This study examines the collaborative activity of an online community deciding who is given administrative privileges.
Understanding the processes of admin promotion in Wikipedia by its own members is challenging. Prior work has considered the edit histories of contributors to identify the characteristics of strong admin candidates (Burke & Kraut, 2008) . A complementary study (Forte et al., 2009 ) provides an insider's perspective on the process, using interviews with administrators and editors to reveal that the deliberation process has become increasingly difficult and unappealing to candidates.
These and other studies (e.g., Leskovec et al., 2010) illustrate that the decision making is complex, needing to account for diverse data and subject to intense scrutiny. However, researchers have yet to consider how the processes and tools available in deliberations about candidates for administrator status are employed. Our work is intended to help close this gap by considering the role of shared analytical tools in collective sensemaking (Heer & Agrawala, 2008 ).
Method
We conducted an exploratory study to understand the processes, tools, and information that Wikipedians use to decide the outcome of Requests for Adminship (RfA) cases. In our study, we collected and analyzed three sources of data: (1) semistructured interviews with active Wikipedia editors who participate in the RfA decision process, (2) the archived record of successful and unsuccessful RfAs as maintained by Wikipedia, and (3) a review of the tools that Wikipedians use for viewing and distilling the contributions and activities of an RfA candidate. We designed this multi-perspective view of the RfA process to gain a rich understanding of the interplay among people, processes, and tools in the work of collaborative sensemaking about the promotion of select community members to admin status.
Interviews
We conducted a series of semi-structured interviews with 10 experienced editors to discover how they think about their online interactions with other Wikipedians, and particularly how they develop their understandings of specific individuals. A primary focus area in these interviews was participation in the RfA process, including typical ways of participating in RfA cases and the use of different information tools (e.g., edit history counters). The interviewees worked from locations across the U.S., so all were interviewed remotely, using either telephone, instant message, or a combination of these methods. Interviews were transcribed and each transcript was coded by multiple team members using an open theme coding process.
Content Analysis
We reviewed the online discussion transcripts of 6 RfA cases, examining instances in which candidates were approved, in which candidates were denied administrator status, and in which the candidate withdrew. We discussed all the transcripts individually and then identified prominent themes in the deliberative exchanges.
Tool Review
When an RfA case is presented to the community for consideration, a set of tools are provided on the nomination page, allowing participants to explore different user characteristics and counts of system activities for the admin candidate. See Figure 1 for an example of the basic count-and history-based tools that point to information about all candidates. This group of tools offers a set of links to information on regular and special pages in Wikipedia. The one exception in this group is "count [quick]," which resides on Wikimedia Toolserver.
